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pretty to think so 


Author's Notes: 

| originally wrote this in 2010, around the same time as my other Rush fic ("Your own story, your own glory") 
but I've never previously posted it to any fandom archive. Today seems like the best day to change that. Neil 
was always my guy in Rush, there were parts of him | related to so very well, parts | adored, and parts which 
made me smirk and shake my head. | admired that he sought achievement but not fame. And | appreciated the 
lessons he was willing to share from his own life, no matter how painful. This story was primarily inspired by a 
passage in Neil's book Ghost Rider: Travels on the Healing Road and contains a rather vague intimation regarding 
the feelings of a drummer for his guitarist. The beginning and end take place in 1998 and the middle section in 
1119. Dedicated to my dear friend and fellow Rush obsessive Jen aka edgyspice and Id like to thank Pratt for 


writing all those wonderful books and tourbook essays which made my job so much easier research-wise. 


With the gathering force of an essential thing realizing itself out of early ground, | faced in myself a 
passionate and tenacious longing - to put away thought forever, and all the trouble it brings, all but the 
nearest desire, direct and searching. To take the trail and not look back. 

- John Haines 


The Stars, The Snow, The fire: Twenty-five years in the Northern Wilderness 


He was alone..truly alone, and yet possessed the sense of intrusion in this place. But it was the kind of co- 
existence he could stand. His absolute addiction to solitude made him thrill at opportunities such as these even 
as the reason he was alone was still an overwhelming black abyss just below the surface of his stoic 


determination to go on. 
To keep moving forward, hopefully faster than the past could pursue. 


Oh what a fool | used to be. 


Neil stood on the porch of the Stikine Riversong, looking out at the fading day as he expelled smoke into the 
cooling air. Nature was not silent, for the wind made the trees sing to rival the birds calling to one another. 
The river gurgled a watery dirge. The song of the birds was so sharp their witness imagined they were 
engaged in the avian version of a kaffeeklatsch. He half-expected to see a flock gathered on the riverbank, 
dipping their beaks and shaking their feathers. 


All through the treacherous ride to the outpost his thoughts kept returning to a certain time and place, far 


from here. 
Anywhere is far from here, you know. 
To a place where few ventured, he had always longed to wander. 


But not only his body..his heart and his emotions, they used to seek the far territories and he would pull back 


though his imagination often continued into the darkness. 


He thought of the brightest smile he knew, and no one would ever suspect it wasn't the obvious one. The one 


born on this day, he might have an inkling. But thankfully he kept it to himself. 


Neil picked up the receiver of the payphone, feeding it with a handful of coins, dialing a number etched in his 
brain as deeply as any other important knowledge. A woman answered, and didn't seem to recognize his voice 
as he asked for her husband. But the man came on the line - full of natural jocularity - and Neil couldn't 
resist a joke. It had been so long since he even felt like joking it seemed brand new, this impulse towards 


humour. 
'Lerxst, are you drunk yet?" 


"Pratt, is that you?!" 


"Allegedly." 
A high-pitched giggle made Neil suddenly so homesick. 
"How are you? Where are you?" 


"Telegraph Creek, a place out in the back of beyond, as they say. One of the last outposts between Canada and 
Alaska. Helluva ride to get here too. And I'm the only one in town" 


"What?!" 


"Yeah they're closed for the season. There's a mountie, and his wife, on the other side of town but otherwise 
everyone has left" 


"Will you be okay, all by yourself like that?" 

"Oh sure. I've got food, I've got The Macallan, and a roof over my head. It's paradise, in a manner of speaking" 
Alex chuckled, and there was an echo on the line, making Neil feel forlorn. 

"For you, eh? But l'm so glad you called, this is the best present." 

"Big party?" 

"Nah. Just family, only one missing is you." 


Neil frowned, put a hand across his eyes. He knew Alex meant well but his first impulse was to snap /m not 


the one who's missing. 

"Good to hear your voice, Al. Give my love to Char and the boys, eh? And everybody. 

"Be safe, Neil, okay? We miss you." 

Neil had been ready with a farewell, but the catch in Alex's voice made him say something else instead. 
"Do you remember your birthday in "19?" 


Neil could hear Alex take a breath, a deep breath, almost a laugh but there was a hint of longing underneath 
the immediate sound. 


"Yeah, of course." 


"| woke up thinking about that this morning. We were starting to lose our minds then, weren't we?" 


The giggle came again, and it caused a different kind of pain; a pain so tied to a sense of ambiguous fascination 
that Neil welcomed it..anything to distract himself from the other constant ache. But also to engage once more 
his old habit of punishing himself for anything which had gone wrong in his life. Because evil took many forms. 


its not evil he used to tell himself, just inconvenient: 

"Different kinds of madness, man It all depends on the day." 

Neil chuckled. "You did say that, didn't you? Then, | mean" 

"We said a lot of things. You especially..we could never shut you up." 


This time a loud laugh, from the belly. It almost felt like crying, but he'd done enough of that. No..something 
else. Something Neil hadn't indulged, out of respect to his sorrow and yet now the slightest of circumstances 
could set him off. 


Like that giggle. The quicksilver sound of an unbreakable bond. 


It was just under a hundred miles between Detroit and Lansing and so therefore to the fairly drunken 
members of Rush, not nearly enough to time sleep off an impending hangover. When the bus jounced into the 
parking lot of the Ramada Inn down the street from the venue, everyone groaned in their bunks save Alex, 
who had been snoring loudly since their journey began. No one was looking forward to attempting to rouse him, 
and indeed Liam and Howard opted out of the process altogether by being the first off the bus, ostensibly to 


begin check-in for the entire crew. 

Two bleary-eyed yawning softly-voiced bandmates observed their comrade. If not for the open-mouthed 
drooling cacophony emerging from him, his attractive face framed by shining blond hair might have been 
considered angelic. 

But truly their Lerxst was anything but angelic, especially with the benefit of alcohol. In the case of the 
previous night, a prodigious quantity of alcohol. They had shared the bill with Pat Travers - himself no slouch 
when it came to a good time - who desired to celebrate Alex's 26th birthday a day early, as he was off the 
tour the following night. 

"We could leave him here," Geddy opined. "Just let him sleep ‘til we have to go to the station 

"Seems a cruel thing to do, though," Neil replied. "Even a hotel bed is better than a bunk" 


"Like he's gonna care, he's Totally unconscious." 


It had begun innocently enough, with their time-honoured tradition of weed and wine post-gig, listening to 
Outlandos d'Amour and Fear of Music on the backstage boombox, picking apart their performance - especially in 
regards to the new material - but also enjoying each other's company in their inviolate bubble of time and 
space. Onstage they belonged to the crowd, fed on their excitement as well as their own chemistry but when 
the gig was done they could be relaxed and silly for as long as they needed to come down off the adrenaline 
jolt which was the result of playing for thousands of people and having them like it. Neil declared he didn't think 
he'd ever get used to it: the roar of approval which greeted their arrival and continued long after the music 


had ended. 


Then Travers and his band invaded the room, brandishing bottles of Jack Daniels and Crown Royal, all smiles 


and manic intensity. 
Its your birthday, right Al?" 
"Tomorrow," Alex replied with a smile. 


"You guys don't drink this shite, do you?" Neil asked, looking askance at the blue velvet bag which had been 
proffered. "There's such a thing as taking CanCon too far, you know!" 


"Well we gotta celebrate! I'm not gonna be with you tomorrow, c'mon now!" 


They all shrugged, and smiled, they were polite and not adverse to the idea as long as it didn't involve groupies 
or property damage. 


"Goddamn | forgot how boring you boges are!" 
Pat could be fairly obnoxious but he meant well. 


"Hey, nobody celebrated my birthday twice!" Geddy protested. Sometimes Neil thought of the two as twins of a 


sort, since they were only a month apart in age. 

"Well I'm special," Alex declared, again with a smile. The smile gave Neil cause to stare more than he normally 
might..and it had begun during the writing sessions, as six weeks apart had given them all some time to miss 
one another. 

Neil found he had been missing that smile, and grinned till his face hurt to see it once more. 

Geddy walked to the front of the bus where their driver was filling out the mileage log. 


"Kim, can we leave Al here? It was a rough night, he's sleeping it off." 


‘lm going on to the venue, lads. Herns said he would bring you in the van later since you've got to do the radio 


show first. So he's got to stay with you." 


Geddy rolled his eyes. ‘Yeah that's us, the three-headed monster." 

"Ach, ye rock stars now, aren't ye?" 

Neil snickered. "And you're still not a Scotsman, my good man" 

"Well | guess we gotta get ‘im up then," Geddy said with a sigh, returning to the bunks. He pulled open the 
curtain with a dramatic motion, then cautiously poked his friend A near-lifetime of acquaintance had taught 
him never to shake Alex awake because the other always took a swing at whoever was attempting to disturb 
his slumber. Alex slept on, his snoring had grown even louder, in fact. 

"Wow he's really pissed, eh?" 

"Can't believe he polished off that Jack. He's gonna be in pain." 


"Al, wake up," Neil said, his voice a little louder than normal, though it caused his own head to ache. 


"Al," Geddy continued, grasping the top frame of the bunk and leaning in just slightly, jarring the entire 


assembly. "Get up, man, we're at the hotel.” 
"Let Daddy sleep, Justin," Alex mumbled, turning onto his side. 


Geddy and Neil spontaneously cracked up, their laughter grew in volume until it eventually roused the man in 


question. He blirked a blue-eyed Morse Code of extreme duress. 
"What's goin’ on?!" 

"Ya gotta get up, Lerxst, it's time to get off the bus.” 

"Is it time for soundcheck?" 


"No," Neil replied, holding out his hand. "We're at the hotel, you can go sleep for another four hours. But then 
we've got to go to the radio station" 


"Ugh," Alex moaned, climbing out of the bunk and smoothing his hair. “Can't you guys go without me?" 
"Hey we're all in this together, for better or for worse." 
"In hangover and in health," Neil added, smiling at his clever rejoinder. 


"That's enough outta you, New Guy," Alex snapped. The two stared at each other in the space of a pregnant 
pause, then Alex smiled despite his state and Neil found the metaphor he had been looking for the past month 


or so, ever since he had stood in the kitchen of a farmhouse in the Canadian wilderness watching this same 


man make lasagna. 
Its lke being stabbed with sunlight, he thought, caught between the two moments, in identical proximity to that 
smile. It caused an ache which confused him, a squirming fluttering kind of confusion like something was trying 


to climb out of him and take flight. 


"Here, taste," the other commanded, spoon offered for the discernment of his friend. The sauce was rich and 


spicy but the smile was the greater pleasure. 

"Mmm, delicious as always. Some day you'll have to teach me to make this, Lerxst." 

"What, and divulge my secret recipe? You'd like that, wouldn't you, New Guy?!" 

And from the vantage point of twenty years on, sitting in the absolute darkness of solitude along with a passel 
of memories, Neil found himself wryly smiling. With pain, but a very specific pain 


"Yes Lerxst..yes | think | would" 


There were a few questions for the fleet-fingered guitarist during the hour they spent with the local DJ, 
which Alex answered between sips of coffee, masked by a pair of very dark sunglasses. Geddy and Neil tried 
not to laugh at his demeanor, at one point Alex put his head on Geddy's shoulder and the other patted his knee 
in a sympathetic gesture. Neil felt immediate empathy, a phenomenon which had been occurring with near- 


regularity of late. He knew it meant they were finally three, instead of two and their shy companion. 


On the way to the venue Alex stretched across the back seat of the van, groaning every time Howard had to 


hit the brakes or take a turn a bit sharp. 


"Goddamn Michigan assholes," their driver exhorted, flipping off whoever aggravated him, which seemed to be 


every third driver or so. 

"Herns I'm gonna vom, man." 

"Trying to get there as quick as | can, alright? But the world better stop spinning before you get on stage!" 
"ll be okay, just need to -" 

"Stop drinking for the rest of the year?" Geddy cracked. 


"That might - oh fuck that shite!" 


They laughed, and Neil knew Alex was feeling better. When they'd all met in the lobby to go to the station Alex 


wasn't even speaking, much less cracking his usual jokes. 

"So does this mean no party tonight?" Neil asked, hoping the answer would be yes. 

"The crew wants to go to Madame Wing's," Howard replied. The place was a rather down-at-the-heels Chinese 
restaurant in the business district but past visits had proven the food and drink decent and best of all, 
incredibly cheap. It was worth blowing one's per diem on a meal there, you'd depart with a full belly and a good 


buzz on..even if the age-old axiom applied. 


Alex popped up in his seat like a prairie dog. "Oh man, the bartender at Madame Wing's makes the best 


zombies!" 

His companions cracked up at his sudden recovery. 
"Zombies and General Tso's Chicken, l'm in!" Neil declared. 
Alex pretended to choke and fell over again. 


"I think you might have killed him, Pratt," Geddy observed lacorically, then lit a cigarette. Neil held out his hand 
for the pack and helped himself. 


"Tragic to die so young, dear Aleksandar had barely reached infamy" 
"Hey | know what that word means now!" 

Geddy chuckled. "I can't believe you have kids, man, you're such a goof" 
"And old, can't forget that," Neil added helpfully. 


"Well since we're not getting any younger we might as well live it up!" their prone comrade declared, one arm 


in the air, the hand pointing at the ceiling. 

‘| still don't think we should celebrate your birthday twice," Geddy opined, winking at Neil. 
‘Jealousy is an ugly emotion, Dirk" 

"You sound like a fortune cookie already, Lerxst" 

"Dad, make the new guy stop being a boge!" 


Geddy fell over laughing and Neil tried to keep a straight face until Alex sat up and grinned at him. It was a 


strange and yet joyful feeling to be so completely disarmed by that smile..why does that keep happening Neil 
wondered. Even Brad, his best friend of many years, couldn't make him feel the way Alex did when he smiled. 


As he smirked in response, then laughed along with the others, Neil wanted to know why, what it all meant. Life 
was far different now but Neil liked to think he was mostly the same person..yet he knew it wasn't true. The 
kid he used to be would have been tongue-tied and wide-eyed to have known a pair like those two. The fact 
that he could hold his own now meant something about him had changed. 


And because he knew he had changed it made him wonder..how much more was to come? 


Alex still looked a little green around the gills during soundcheck but Geddy and Neil serenaded him with 
"Birthday" and the grin dawned once more. They enjoyed making each other happy because it meant what they 
could accomplish together would be so much stronger. There were times they felt invincible walking onstage, 
but not in the sense of idol worship..rather, that they worked, they made sense, they made music like no one 


else. 


When Alex stepped out for the solo section of "Strangiato" during the encore, Neil knew he was laying back on 
purpose, keeping the pulse particularly quiet so his friend could shine on this night. It made him think of the 
final performance of the previous tour two-and-a-half months earlier - Alex setting fire to the frets even 
with an injury - and Neil mused on passion in that moment. They had all snickered to know the cause and yet, 
he couldn't even imagine what it meant to be so moved. He was only self-assured behind the kit..in every 
other aspect of his life he remained shy, so very shy. The sound of Alex's guitar - not merely the chords - 
spoke to him directly in that moment of passion 


Neil recalled the first time they played together, how loud it was. Not just the equipment, but the power of 


their mutual convictions. 
Passion had entered the room..would he welcome it? 


Accompanied by that sunlit smile, how could he not? 


Howard had called ahead to have a table reserved but most of the party congregated at the bar, only 


reluctantly turning their gaze from the television when the food was served. 
"Ah | love Michigan," Geddy declared when they arrived. "There's always hockey on TV!" 
The Islanders were locked in fierce battle with the Habs in a pre-exhibition charity match and the group 


moaned and jeered the screen at every penalty. Neil remained quiet, wryly contemplating the container which 


held his drink. It was very fanciful and if it weren't for the fact that everyone was imbibing the same he 


might have been embarrassed. 


Moving to the table, they all loudly and badly sang "Happy Birthday To You" to their friend and colleague, who 
stood up and mock-conducted the chorus. Geddy and Neil sat on either side of Alex and piled his plate high. 


"Oh you gotta have some of this, man," Geddy enthused. "chow mein!" 

"Don't forget the lo mein!" Neil interjected, also at the ready. 

"Jeez its like our moms are here!" Alex teased. 

"How's your mom?" Geddy asked, knowing Alex had talked to her before the show. 


"| told her when | called that | was hungover and she said, "Alex, such a hellion! That's no way for a father to 


behave!" 

They all laughed at his impression, but Neil noticed his bandmate looked a tad chagrined. 
"Might as well live it up," he said, putting a hand on Alex's shoulder. 

"Dunno 'bout that, but this is fun, eh?" 


Hs heart was cracking, that had to be the reason he felt so stunned It was like the expression swallowed him 


whole..not to be bitten, but stricken. 


‘Its always fun, Lerxst," Neil replied, and he meant it like nothing else for that moment. 


Once again apart from his comrades, Neil sat at the bar in his usual position: wreathed in smoke and nose in a 
book. Looking up from The Charterhouse of Parma every so often he watched the group take turns at a pinball 
machine in the back by the restrooms. They were making do, as they always did, to break up the tedium of 
the road without resorting to obvious measures. Neil liked it, he was always happy to hang back and observe. 
He sipped tea and scribbled a phrase which popped into his brain unbidden upon a napkin. 


dfferent eyes see different things 


"Aw man, | owe Ged five bucks..| bet him you didn’t bring a book," Alex announced, smirking, as he claimed the 


stool next to his bandmate. 
‘For future reference, | always bring a book." 


"Yeah | don't know what | was thinking." Alex cadged a cigarette and looked over at the television. "What's that?" 


he asked, pointing at the screen 

"Some evening melodrama, | suppose." 

"And that translates to?" 

"I believe they refer to it as a ‘soap opera” 

"Thanks Professor." Another smirk before lighting the cigarette and Neil studied Alex's profile, so obviously 
attractive. He appreciated that quality in other people as he continued to feel uneasy in his own skin. At that 
moment, in amber light and smoky shadows as he exhaled with head tilted up, the birthday boy looked like a 
character from a Dashiell Hammett novel. Neil thought of telling the other, but realized he'd have to explain 
the reference and that would ruin the observation 

"You feel better now?" Neil asked, setting his book aside. 

"Yeah l'm almost normal again." 

"Which in your case is abnormal,’ Neil quipped. 

"Abby Normal?" Alex replied, with a fair imitation of Marty Feldman's character in Young Frankenstein 

"You brought me an abnormal brain?!" Neil replied, continuing the dialog. 

"IFs all they had, eh? Gotta piss, you guys better not leave without me." 


"Wouldn't dream of it..but now that you mention it -" 


Alex grabbed Neil's shoulders and gave him a good shake then walked back to the other side of the room. Neil 
found himself blushing in the wake of the action and put a hand over his eyes. 


Put it away, swallow it down, stop this now. 

He took one last deep drag and stubbed out his cigarette, lighting another one almost immediately, his hand 
slightly trembling. Wishing the bar stocked a single-malt - didn't even have to be good, just any single-malt - 
scotch, which might help with what his mind was demanding. Stop this foolishness! 

But all was lost when Alex returned, waving a slender object in front of his bandmate's face. 


"Look what | found!" 


Neil's heart pounded to behold the item. "A Curly Wurly Bar? Here?" 


"They call it a Marathon There's a candy machine by the toilets." 

Neil immediately reached into his pocket to see how much change he had, he counted thirty cents. 
"Spent the last of my per diem on smokes, may have fo take up a collection to get some more” 
"Well here man, I've got some" Alex handed Neil the remainder of his change 

"You dorit have to ~" 

"Why not, Herns will give us more later. Besides, I'd just blow it on something foolish’ 


Neil smiled. What could be more foolish than a candy bar? But Alex was fond of buying silly doodads wherever 
they traveled and making people laugh. He unwrapped the candy bar and held it out. 


"First bite?" 
Alex shook his head. "It's for you." 
"But it's your birthday" 


Alex looked up at the clock, right next to the Pabst Blue Ribbon sign. "Not anymore. Ged and | knew this kid, his 


parents were Socialists. My parents forbid me from associating with him outside of school." 
Neil nodded. "I can understand why they would object." 
"But Ged's mom, she wasn't that strict. Geddy went to one of his birthday parties, and guess what?" 


"What?" 


Alex leaned in, his forehead nearly touching Neil's. "He didn't get any presents. He had to give presents to all 
the other kids." 


"What?!" Neil repeated, this time his voice was colored with laughter. "Really?" 


"Honest! Ged came home with a book about Russian history or some shit like that. Then his mom got mad and 


that was the end of that." 
Neil grinned. "I don't think I'd like being a Socialist if it meant | didn't get presents on my own birthday." 
"No shit!" Alex began giggling and Neil followed suit. Alex fell against him, consumed with mirth. 


Its not that funy!" Neil protested between breaths. 


"It is! | can just see the look on Dirk's face. A book? What the fuck kind of present is that?!" 


Neil continued to laugh but his mind was observant. This is how you dont mesh, you know. This is how you dont 
relate. How can you be so enamoured of - 


"Well certainly it's no Jom Swift but -" 

Alex stopped giggling for a moment, looking into Neil's eyes with an apologetic gaze. "Pratt, you should know by 
now we're not half as smart as you. We were dumb kids, we didn't like reading until we started smoking pot 
and reading Tolkien so all those Zeppelin records finally made sense." 

A pause, then the grin made him surrender with laughter once more. 

We do! We do mesh, we do relate. We belong together. 

"Did | wish you Happy Birthday, Lerxst?" 

Alex pretended to look hurt. "No, Pratt. No you didn't!" 

He put his forehead against the other's, and a hand on his shoulder, easing into the touch, knowing it would be 
taken for drunken camaraderie when he meant to savor the moment as long as he could..sweet as the 
confection melting in his mouth, sweet as that smile piercing him with its' ecstatic glow. 

"Happy Birthday, my friend.” 

"Thanks, man." 


‘Guess it wasn't as crazy as last night, though." 


Its all crazy, Pratt.just depends on the day." 


The middle of the night, and every creature within earshot of the lodge was louder than any rock concert he'd 
ever attended. Foolish - 


What a fool | used to be. 


- to think he was alone. Though bereft of the company of other humans there was still the land, the sky, and 
whatever roamed the spaces above and below. But the landscape of his mind was equally crowded, Neil found. 
He lay in an anonymous bed and let his mind journey back to the time when he loved something which might 


also be lost now, but he hoped he would learn to care once more. It was the greater virtue than whatever he 


might have felt himself slipping into, hypnotized by a beautiful smile and silvery giggle. He indulged imagination 


and comforted himself with fantasy which would never be revealed, though he came close on occasion. 


Leave out the fiction 
the fact is, this friction 


will only be worn by persistence. 

Neil was given to strange fancies, he'd been that way all his life. And it didn't help that the figure of some of 
those fancies was an often mutable personage, a sly jester who could also be the most intense and committed 
man he'd ever known. The thing which mattered most was those moments of musical communion, of mutual 
laughter and love. 

No, Im not ready for it yet 

But love is neither displaced nor decayed. It always finds the road back. 


He cried for who he used to be, and hoped whomever he became would retain a love for that smile. Life would 


be so colourless without it. 


